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[57] ABSTRACT 
An alkaline, cyanide, aqueous electroplating composi 
tion of copper, tin, and zinc includes a small amount of 
nickel to enhance the inclusion of tin in the copper-tin 
zinc plate deposited from the soltion. The plate resists 
tarnishing by a corrosion test solution, and retains its 
bright silvery-colored appearance because the plate 
preferably includes at least about 10.9 atomic wt % tin. 
The plating method for enhanced tin alloys through 
nickel additions to the bath is also described. 

[56] 
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PLATING BATH COMPOSITION FOR 
COPPER-Tm-ZINC ALLOY 

This is a continuation of co-pending application Ser. 
No. 674,886 ?led Nov. 26, 1984, now abandoned, which 
is itself a continuation of co-pending application Ser. 
No. 508,292 ?led June 24, 1983, now US. Pat. No. 
4,496,438. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to an electroplating 
bath composition; more particularly, to an alkaline, 
cyanide, aqueous electroplating solution for plating an 
alloy of copper-tin-zinc. The composition of tin in the 
alloy is enhanced by the addition of small amounts of 
nickel to the bath. 

BACKGROUND ART 

G. F. Jacky described the electroplating of copper 
tin-zinc alloy in September 1971 in Plating and Surface 
Finishing at 883-887. A practical implementation of the 
Jacky bath included: 

Cu+: 0.40-0.48 oz/gal 
Zn+2: 0.18-0.22 oz/gal 
Sn+4: 0.15-0.20 oz/gal 
NaCN: 2.7-3.1 oz/gal 
N32C03: 4.0-10 oz/gal, 

had a pH of between 12.3-12.7, and was used for elec 
trodeposition of a bright ternary alloy with a composi 
tion generally in the range of 50-60 wt % copper, 20-30 
wt % tin, 15-25 wt % zinc, when plated at current 
densities of 5-45 ASP and temperatures of l20°-l80° F. 
without the addition of the organic brightener. A small 
amount of 50% H202 was added to the bath to oxidize 
the tin to the +4 (stannic) valence state. 

Products plated with the Jacky bath or its close 
equivalent were found to encounter severe tarnishing 
problems as they underwent a cleaning step prior to 
soldering. The plated parts turned brown if the plate 
had less than about 10.9 atomic wt % tin (about 18.7 wt 
%). Parts found to have a higher atomic wt % tin when 
analyzed with Auger spectroscopy remained untar 
nished. Parts with a slight discoloration had a tin con 
tent close to the 10.9 atomic wt % tin. To ensure desired 
corrosion resistance and to achieve desired aesthetic 
qualities of the plated parts, it was important to ?nd a 
method for plating which would ensure that the copper 
tin-zinc alloy would have at least 10.9 atomic wt % tin 
when plated. In this regard, the Jacky bath was unsatis 
factory, in that it could not be controlled to obtain 
plated products having the targeted copper-tin-zinc 
alloy content. 

DISCLOSURE OF INVENTION 

The present invention generally is used for plating an 
alloy of copper, tin, and zinc. The preferred electroplat 
ing bath composition includes a predetermined amount 
of copper, tin, and zinc ions, and an effective amount of 
nickel ions suf?cient to promote the plating of a corro 
sion-resistant, bright silvery-colored plate of copper-tin 
zinc alloy. Preferably, the alloy should have at least 10.9 
atomic wt % tin, and is electrodeposited from an alka 
line, cyanide, aqueous electroplating bath. Nickel is 
added to the bath to enhance the inclusion of tin within 
the plate alloy and is added at a concentration between 
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about 12.0 to 20.0 ppm (weight/volume). The process 
of plating a corrosion-resistant, bright silvery-colored, 
copper-tin-zinc alloy by adding an effective amount of 
nickel ions to the electroplating bath composition is also 
claimed. Finally, the invention claims the corrosion 
resistant, bright silvery-colored alloy plate deposited as 
the product of the process. 

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE 
INVENTION 

An improved copper-tin-zinc electroplating bath 
composition is prepared by dissolving the following 
compounds in water heated to 140° F. (60° C.): 

1. 4.0 oz/gal sodium cyanide 
2. 0.71 oz/gal sodium hydroxide 
3. 0.33 oz/gal zinc cyanide 
4. 0.58 oz/gal copper cyanide 
5. 2.60 oz/gal sodium carbonate 
6. 0.41 02/ gal sodium stannate 
7. 0.004 02/ gal nickel acetate. 

Each compound is dissolved in the order listed, using 
about i of the final solution volume and allowing each 
compound to completely dissolve between additions. 
Usually, two minutes are allowed between additions, 
with good agitation of the bath during the dissolving 
stages. After the final addition of nickel acetate, water is 
added to reach the ?nal volume. The bath is then heated 
to about 150° F. (66° C.) before use. For rack plating, a 
current density of between about 2-10 ASF, preferably 
4 ASP (amps/ftz), is used. For barrel plating, a current 
density of between about 8-15 ASF, preferably 10 ASP, 
is used. The preferred current density is dependent 
upon the actual conditions of the bath. 
The initial volume and temperature of the bath is not 

critical. The order of addition is somewhat more criti 
cal, and it is preferred to add the chemicals serially in 
the order listed. Other orders may also work. 
The addition of sodium carbonate appears to be op 

tional. Since sodium carbonate is a by-product of the 
plating process, it appears in the bath during plating. It 
may be omitted from the solution in a barrel plating line, 
but is generally added for rack plating. 
The preferred electroplating bath composition has 

the following control limits for critical compounds: 

TABLE 
Range Optimum 

Cu+ 0.40-0.48 oz/gal 0.44 oz/gal 
ZnZ'l“ 0.18-0.22 oz/gal ' 0.20 oz/gal 
sn4+ 0.15-0.20 oz/gal — 
NaCN 3.1-3.5 oz/gal 3.5 oz/gal 
E395 
(Rack) 0.60-0.75 oz/gal 0.71 oz/gal 
(Barrel) 0.55-0.65 oz/gal 0.60 oz/gal 
Ni'l‘ 12-20 ppm — 

The bath aims at obtaining an alloy of 60-70 wt % 
copper, 20-30 wt % tin, and 5- 10 wt % zinc, by Auger 
analysis using pure metal standards. If the [Sn‘H'] is at 
the low end of its range and [NH] is at the high end of 
its range, the appearance of the plate may be adversely 
affected. 

Test plates run on a slightly modi?ed bath composi 
tion having 30 ppm nickel produced a tarnished brown 
plate in areas of high current density. This plate ‘was 
analyzed to ?nd a relatively large amount of nickel in 
the plate alloy. Apparently, the high nickel concentra 
tion in the bath interfered with the deposition of tin and 
led to the appearance of a brown plate due to the lower 
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tin concentration in the plate. By microprobe analysis, 
the brown plate had the following relative weight per 
cents: 

Cu: 48.0% 
Sn: 13.5% 
Zn: 32.5% 
Ni: 6.0%. 

v The average of the microprobe readings for the bright 
plate area of the same cell had the following relative 
weight percents: 

Cu: 50% 
Sn: 32% 
Zn: 17% 
Ni: 1%. 

This 30 ppm nickel bath had the cyanide content con 
trolled at 2.7-3.1 oz/gal, and a pH of 12.4-12.7. Eight 
ml/ gal 50% H202 were added after makeup of the bath. 
No nickel acetate was added, but nickel was present in 
the bath because of sulfamate nickel bath contamination 
from an earlier process. The content of nickel was mea 
sured by atomic absorption spectroscopy and found to 
be 30 ppm. 
A test for good and bad electroplated parts was de 

veloped wherein a test plate was soaked in a solution of 
10 g/l NaClO2, 3.5 g/l NaOH, and 1.8 g/l Na3PO3 for 
60 seconds at l70°i5° F. Bad parts would visibly tar 
nish during this test. This solution tests for corrosion 
resistance on an accelerated basis and determines low 
tin alloy content in the plate. 

Several tests were run with the barrel plate makeup 
solution of the nature already described for the pre 
ferred bath in a standard barrel plating process. The 
concentration of nickel acetate in the solutions was 
varied to determine its effect. The results of those tests 
are as follows: 

Nickel Concentration (ppm) Corrosion Resistance 

6.4 Bad 
7.2 Bad 
9.6 Fair 
9.8 Fair 
11.0 Bad 
12.0 Good 
14.7 Good 
15.7 Good 
15.8 Good 
16.0 Good 
16.0 Good 
17.0 Good 
20.0 Good 
30.0 Bad 

The plates were judged on a good/bad basis for tarnish 
ing when soaked in the corrosion test solution already 
described. These tests show that between 12 ppm and 20 
ppm nickel added to the electroplating bath produces 
the desired corrosion resistance, presumably by enhanc 
ing the tin content of the copper-tin-zinc alloy plated. 
Goodtest plates had more than 10.9 atomic wt % tin in 
their alloys. As little as 9.6 ppm nickel produced fair 
results, which were better than the Jacky-type plating 
bath. 
Between May 4, 1982 and June 30, 1982, parts plated 

with the Jacky-type bath composition were tested for 
corrosion resistance and passed only if tarnishing did 
not occur. Few parts passed, and those that did were 
generally plated soon after makeup of the bath. During 
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this two-month period, the bath was remade 34 times in 
an attempt to achieve the desired copper~tin-zinc plate. 
The composition of the present invention enables 

production of good parts most of the time. If failure is 
discovered, the bath composition can be adjusted with 
nickel and tin additions by Hull cell to bring the parts 
back to acceptable quality. 
A bath of the preferred composition has made accept 

able parts for up to ?ve months without signi?cant loss 
of quality. Nearly all plated parts are acceptable. Thus, 
by adding small amounts of nickel to the bath, surpris 
ing results are achieved. Severe production problems 
have virtually disappeared. 
Although nickel acetate is a preferred additive, nickel 

sulfamate, nickel chloride, or another nickel compound 
with a benign anion may be used to add the desired 
amount of nickel to the bath. For example, nickel-con 
taining, cadmium plating brighteners may be used if the 
concentration of nickel can be measured and if the addi 
tion will not poison the bath. 
Although the mechanism of the enhancement of tin 

inclusion in the plate by the addition of small amounts of 
nickel to the bath is not well understood, the nickel 
apparently enhances the polarization of tin while it 
depresses the polarization of zinc, thereby leading to 
tin’s enhanced plating. This effect of nickel on tin and 
zinc is expected to be effective in other tin and zinc 
alkaline alloy baths, such as tin-zinc, copper-tin, copper 
zinc, and copper-tin-zinc compositions for different 
plates than those preferred in this invention. 
We claim: 
1. An electroplating bath composition for plating an 

alloy of copper, tin, and zinc, comprising a solution 
having a predetermined amount of copper, tin, and zinc 
ions and an effective amount of nickel ions sufficient to 
promote the plating of a corrosion-resistant, bright sil 
very-colored plate of copper-tin-zinc alloy, wherein the 
concentration of nickel ions is between about 12.0-20.0 
PPm 

2. A method for plating a corrosion-resistant, bright 
silvery-colored alloy plate of copper, tin, and zinc, 
wherein the plate is resistant to tarnishing when soaked 
with a solution of 10 g/l NaCIOZ, 3.5 g/l NaOH, and 1.8 
g/l Na3PO3 for 60 seconds at 170°+/—5° F., compris 
ing the step of 

adding an effective amount of nickel ions to the elec 
troplating bath composition to promote plating of 
the desired copper-tin-zinc alloy, wherein the con 
centration of nickel ions is between about 12-20 
PPm 

3. An electroplate characterized by having a bright, 
silvery-colored appearance, being resistant to corrosion 
and to tarnishing by soaking in a solution of 10 g/l 
NaCIOZ, 3.5 g/l NaOH, and 1.8 g/l Na3PO3 for 60' 
seconds at 170° +/- 5° F., and having a copper-tin-zinc 
alloy of at least 10.9 atomic wt. % tin, the electroplate 
being formed by the process of: 

(a) preparing an alkaline, cyanide, aqueous electro 
plating bath having: 
Cu+: 0.40-0.48 oz/gal; 
Zn+: 0.18-0.22 oz/gal; 
Sn+4z 0.15-0.20 oz/gal; and 
NaCN: 3.1-3.5 oz/gal; 

(b) adding an effective amount of nickel to the bath 
sufficient to promote plating of at least 10.9 atomic 
wt % tin from the bath, the nickel ion concentra 
tion in said bath being in the range of about 12 to 20 
ppm; and 

(c) plating an alloy electroplate of copper-tin-zinc 
alloy from the nickel-containing bath. 
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